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Political	 journalists	 rely	 heavily	 on	 their	 occupational	 status	 and	 reputation.	 This	 article	
addresses	how	political	journalists	negotiate	their	standing	and	enforce	their	legitimacy	on	
Twitter	 amidst	 the	 online	 environment	 that	 directly	 challenges	 them.	 So	 far,	 practice-	
oriented	 studies	 have	 only	 looked	 at	 journalists	 in	 general.	 Studies	 have	 also	 tended	 to	
investigate	the	content	published	to	journalists’	Twitter	feeds,	neglecting	other	aspects	of	the	



















in	stark	contrast	 to	 the	resources	 (e.g.	amount	of	 time,	effort,	etc.)	 they	used	to	 invest	 in	





Journalism	 has	 become	 increasingly	 fluid	 and	 contingent,	 detached	 from	 the	 stability	
institutions	once	provided	(Deuze,	2007).	In	the	current	hyper-saturated	and	hyper-	fluxed	
media	environment,	competition	between	news	professionals	heightens,	while	independent	
actors	 are	 moving	 into	 a	 space	 formerly	 controlled	 by	 journalists	 alone.	 User-generated	
content	(UGC)	and	citizen	journalism	threaten	the	traditional	boundaries	that	once	secured	
















concerns	 around	 speed	 over	 traditional	 standards	 such	 as	 fact-checking,	 verification,	 and	
accuracy	(Bruno,	2011).		
Thus,	where	do	old,	new,	and	hybrid	strategies	become	visible	to	help	maintain	and	reinforce	




In	Western	 democracies,	 the	 creation	 of	 news	 used	 to	 be	 a	 closely	monitored,	 top-down	
process	that	involved	the	interactions	and	interventions	of	only	a	limited	number	of	elites.	
For	much	of	 the	20th	century,	media	organization’s	advantage	of	scarcity,	exclusivity,	and	
control	of	 information	made	 this	business	model	a	highly	 stable	and	successful	enterprise	
(Lewis,	 2012).	 It	 was	 during	 this	 time	 that	 journalism	 experienced	 a	 process	 of	
professionalization	 (Deuze,	 2005)	 which	 established	 and	 enforced	 its	 occupational	
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truth-telling,	 independence,	 timeliness,	 and	ethical	 adherence	 in	 the	 context	of	news	and	
public	affairs’	(p.	845).		
In	 recent	years,	 journalism	has	been	deemed	a	 ‘profession	under	pressure’	 (Witschge	and	
Nygren,	2009)	or	‘in	crisis’	(Young,	2010)	that	is	faced	with	mounting	troubles	of	confidence	
and	credibility	(Tumber	et	al.,	2000).	Much	of	this	is	deeply	intertwined	with	the	subversive	




Notwithstanding	 this	 precarious	 position	 inherited	 by	 journalism,	 Anderson	 et	 al.	 (2012)	
argue	that	the	current	state	of	the	news	media	indicates	a	new	era	altogether.	Termed	the	
age	 of	 post-industrial	 journalism,	 they	 argue	 that	 through	 all	 previous	 crises	 and	 historic	
change,	 the	news	 industry	used	 to	be	one	held	 together	by	 the	usual	 things	 that	hold	an	





forever;	 an	 ever	 increasing	 variety	 of	 actors	 and	 actions	 as	 well	 as	 the	 fundamentally	
transformed	 role	 of	 the	 audience	with	 the	 possibility	 of	 persistent,	 dramatic	 amounts	 of	






















news.	 Be	 it	 breaking	 news,	 international	 crises,	 natural	 disasters,	 or	 even	 sports	 and	
entertainment,	much	of	the	information	cycle	around	these	events	simultaneously	evolves	
on	and	through	Twitter.	As	a	result,	media	organizations	and	journalists	have	been	keen	to	
adopt	 the	platform	 (Hedman	and	Djerf-Pierre,	2013),	and	 today,	 they	are	among	 its	most	
enthusiastic	users	(Farhi,	2009;	Hermida,	2010;	Rogstad,	2013).	A	number	of	buzzwords	have	
emerged	to	capture	this	phenomenon	that	range	from	‘networked	journalism’	(Beckett	and	
Mansell,	 2008)	 to	 ‘liquid	 journalism’	 (Deuze,	 2009),	 ‘social	 news’	 (Goode,	 2009),	 ‘ambient	
journalism’	(Hermida,	2010),	and	‘social	journalism’	(Hermida,	2012).		
The	journalistic	uptake	of	Twitter	has	sparked	a	great	degree	of	interest	among	scholars	and	
has	 become	 a	 rapidly	 expanding	 research	 field.	 Studies	 have	 investigated	 how	 journalists	
engage	with	Twitter	and	identified	distinct	activities,	such	as	content	dissemination,	sourcing,	
and	audience	 interaction,	particularly	during	 times	of	heightened	political	activity	or	 crisis	
(Cozma	and	Chen,	2013;	Holton	and	Lewis,	2011;	Vis,	2013).	Others	examined	how	journalists	
exercise	 their	 traditional	 professional	 norms,	 values,	 and	 standards	 in	 this	 non-traditional	
media	space	(Gulyas,	2013;	Lasorsa	et	al.,	2012).	Typologies	of	different	user	groups	have	also	
resulted	 from	 the	 scholarly	 attention	 given	 to	 journalists’	 engagement	 with	 Twitter.	 For	
example,	Hedman	and	Djerf-Pierre	(2013)	suggest	that	journalists	can	be	classified	as	either	
skeptical	 shunners	 (those	who	 avoid	 having	 anything	 to	 do	with	 social	media),	 pragmatic	
conformists	(those	who	regularly	use	social	media,	but	who	are	selective	in	their	usage),	or	
enthusiastic	 activists	 (those	 who	 are	 always	 connected	 and	 constantly	 tweet	 or	 blog).	
Research	has	also	looked	at	how	UGC	is	opening	up	the	news	processes	to	non-elite	and	non-
traditional	 actors.	 Twitter’s	 low	 barriers	 to	 entry	 and	 flat	 hierarchies	 allow	 for	 citizen	
journalism	(Allan	and	Thorsen,	2009)	–	termed	‘open-source’	(Deuze,	2001),	 ‘participatory’	
(Bowman	and	Willis,	2003),	or	 ‘grassroots’	 (Gillmor,	2004)	 journalism	in	the	 literature	–	to	
move	into	a	space	that	was	formerly	controlled	by	professionals.	Bruns	(2007)	discusses	this	
phenomenon	 as	 ‘produsage’,	 a	 portmanteau	 of	 the	 words	 ‘production’	 and	 ‘usage’	 that	
indicates	 the	 blurred	 boundaries	 between	 passive	 consumption	 and	 active	 production.	 In	











media	 environment	 that	 directly	 challenges	 their	 occupational	 standing	 and	 its	 borders	
becomes	a	central	question.	It	may	be	especially	significant	to	those	groups	of	journalists	who	
cover	 ‘hard’	 news	 topics	 and	 heavily	 rely	 on	 the	 enactment	 and	 maintenance	 of	 their	
occupational	reputation,	such	as	finance	and	business	reporters,	correspondents	in	conflict	
and	war	zones,	or	political	journalists	(as	opposed	to	those	journalists	who	work	on	‘softer’	
subjects,	 such	 as	 lifestyle	 and	 entertainment).	 In	 this	 respect,	 political	 journalism	 is	
particularly	 striking	 due	 to	 its	 unique	 position	 as	 mediator	 of	 power	 in	 the	 mutually	
dependent	 relationship	 between	 civil	 government	 and	 the	 public.	 Trust,	 credibility,	 and	
professional	integrity	play	a	crucial	role	for	political	journalists:	on	the	one	hand,	these	virtues	
enable	 very	 close	 and	 dependent	 relationships	 with	 an	 essential	 source	 group	 (namely,	




trust	 and	 credibility	 (Metzger	 and	 Flanagin,	 2013)	 and	 put	 pressure	 on	 journalists,	 as	 the	
public	plays	an	ever	more	active	role	in	the	news	process.	For	example,	citizens	learn	about	
news	 via	 selective	 scanning,	 a	 strategic	 form	 of	 media	 consumption	 to	 manage	 vast	





have	 focused	 on	 journalism	 in	 general	 as	 an	 occupational	 umbrella	 group	 without	
differentiating	between	particular	journalistic	genres	and	specialization.	In	addition,	practice-














Increasing	one’s	exposure	and	visibility	across	 the	platform	becomes	a	 central	 strategy	 to	
capitalize	 on	 the	 affordances	 of	 Twitter	 –	 especially	 in	 an	 environment	 that	 has	 an	






the	 deliberate	 actions	 and	 practices	 that	 are	 aimed	 at	 creating	 those	 associations	 (Chan-
Olmsted	and	Cha,	2008).	In	general,	the	branding	of	products,	services,	or	individuals	rises	in	
importance	when	the	market	is	over-populated.	Due	to	the	saturation	of	the	media	landscape	




journalists	 to	 maintain	 and	 increase	 competitiveness	 in	 the	 environment	 of	 news	 and	
information.		
The	concept	of	individual-based	branding,	often	referred	to	as	personal	branding,	was	first	
popularized	by	 Tom	Peters	 (1997)	 in	 his	 article	 ‘The	brand	 called	 you’.	While	 it	was	once	
considered	 a	 tactic	 for	 celebrities	 (Rein	 et	 al.,	 2006)	 –	 including	 celebrity	 reporters	 in	
broadcasting	 (Higgins,	2010)	–	and	 leaders	 in	business	and	politics,	 it	has	also	become	an	
increasingly	important	tool	for	everyone	else	(Shepherd,	2005).	This	exploratory	research	is	
based	on	the	premise	that	branding	is	inevitable	when	participating	on	an	online	environment	










the	 current	 hyper-saturated	 and	 fragmented	media	 market	 and	 (2)	 asserting	 themselves	
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Twitter,	 but	 also	 implicitly	 ‘shaped	by	 those	with	whom	 they	associate’	 (Labrecque	et	 al.,	
2011:	 48).	 It	 reflects	 a	 dynamic	 environment	 where	 future	 efforts	 depend	 on	 prior	







first	 conceptualize	 journalists’	 brand	 identity	 that	 underlies	 and	 shapes	 any	 such	 efforts.	
Based	on	existing	research	findings	discussed	in	the	previous	literature	review,	it	distinguishes	
between	 the	 following	 three	 brand	 identities	 and	 investigates	 how	 and	 where	 political	
journalists	actively	communicate	them	on	their	Twitter	profiles:		






standards	of	 journalistic	 production	 that	may	 speak	 to	 their	 legitimacy	 as	 a	 skilled	
professional	 	
3. The	personal	 identity,	which	reflects	characteristics	of	an	 individual’s	personality	or	





phenomenological	 dimension	 of	 journalists’	 brand	 positioning	 with	 (2)	 their	 occupational	
ideology	and	(3)	the	technological	affordances	of	the	platform.	The	present	study	of	political	
journalists’	 profile	 pages	 was	 conducted	 in	 April	 2014	 with	 a	 sample	 of	 20	 US-American	
political	 reporters	who	worked	for	 the	top	25	commercial	broadsheet	newspapers1	 in	the	
country.	The	sampling	was	carried	out	by	drawing	on	a	combination	of	three	resources:	(1)	
each	 news	 organization’s	 website	 and	 directories	 of	 their	 political	 news	 staff,	 (2)	 news	
organization’s	institutional	Twitter	profiles	which	contain	so-called	‘Twitter	lists’	of	political	
journalism	 staff	members	 and	 their	 respective	 Twitter	 accounts,	 and	 (3)	 the	 independent	
online	 database	 MuckRack2	 which	 compiles	 digital	 directories	 of	 journalists	 and	 their	
accounts	on	Twitter	as	well	as	other	social	media	platforms.		
The	sampling	rationale	followed	four	pre-defined	criteria.	First,	each	journalist	had	to	work	
for	 one	 of	 the	 top	 25	 commercial	 broadsheet	 newspapers	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 Second,	
selected	 journalists	 had	 to	 specialize	 in	 the	 genre	 of	 political	 news,	 as	 ascertained	 by	 a	
combination	of	news	organizations’	 staff	pages	and	 recurring	authorship	of	political	news	
stories.	Third,	journalists	were	selected	in	a	manner	so	as	to	reflect	aspects	of	diversity	within	










had	 already	 switched	 to	 the	 new	 Twitter	 profile	 page.	 The	 final	 sample	 comprised	 20	
journalists	from	13	different	news	organizations,3	of	which	eight	were	women,	so	as	to	reflect	








page:	 (1)	 the	 Twitter	 profile	 details	 and	 history	 (e.g.	 total	 number	 of	 tweets,	 followers,	
location,	 date	 of	 profile	 creation,	 URL	 to	 an	 external	 site,	 etc.),	 (2)	 the	 user’s	 biography	
statement,	and	(3)	its	visual	elements	(i.e.	profile	and	header	photograph).	Each	category	was	





study	 and	 its	 sample	 size	 do	 not	 allow	 to	 generalize	 the	 findings	 to	 a	 wider	 population.	
However,	 the	analysis	 suggests	 a	 range	of	distinct	within-sample	 trends,	presented	 in	 the	
following.		
1. Most	journalists’	brand	positioning	on	Twitter	is	hybrid:	it	simultaneously	reflects	all	
three	 brand	 identities	 –	 organizational,	 professional,	 and	 personal	 –	 but	 their	
respective	prominence	varies.		
The	organizational	brand	identity	is	actively	and	prominently	communicated	through	a	range	
of	 features	 on	 journalists’	 profile	 pages.	 All	 journalists	 in	 the	 sample	 used	 the	 biography	
statement	to	specify	their	position	in	the	news	organization	and	all	but	one	explic-	itly	refer	
to	their	employer.	For	example,	Aamer	Madhani	said	in	his	bio	statement	‘I	cover	the	White	
House	 for	 @USAToday’,	 David	 Sanger	 introduced	 himself	 as	 ‘National	 Security	
Correspondent,	The	New	York	Times’,	and	Jackie	Borchardt	even	referred	to	her	institutional	




handle.	 Some	 of	 the	 journalists’	 Twitter	 pages	 featured	 profile	 or	 header	 photos	 that	







overall	 less	 common	within	 the	 sample	as	 compared	 to	 the	organizational	brand	 identity.	
Some	journalists	explicitly	stated	their	educational	background	in	the	Twitter	biography,	such	
as	a	university	degree,	giving	 testimony	 to	 the	 training	and	professional	 socialization	 they	
received.	For	example,	Meghann	Cunniff	of	the	Orange	County	Register	stated	that	she	is	an	











address,	 phone	 number	 or	 both,	 and	 some	 even	 prompted	 Twitter	 users	 to	 ‘email	 me’,	
‘contact	me’,	or	to	send	a	direct	message.	On	the	one	hand,	those	journalists	may	seek	out	
story	tips	and	ideas	to	aid	them	in	performing	their	occupational	duties;	on	the	other	hand,	
the	 inclusion	 of	 contact	 details	 also	 actively	 communicates	 their	 accessibility	 to	 citizens,	
reflecting	their	traditional	role	(and	possible	self-understanding)	of	providing	a	public	service.	
In	terms	of	visual	elements,	some	chose	to	feature	a	profile	or	header	photo	that	show	the	
journalist	 ‘in	 action’	 on	 the	 job.	 This	 suggests	 the	 journalist	 to	 be	 in	 the	 center	 of	where	
politics	and	news	are	happening	and	being	discussed,	 reflecting	 the	occupational	value	of	
timeliness.	 For	example,	 Jackie	Borchardt’s	profile	photo	was	a	 screenshot	of	her	giving	a	
broadcast	interview	in	the	capacity	of	an	expert,	and	Josh	Richman	of	the	San	Jose	Mercury	




brand	 identity,	 diversely	 communicated.	 The	 majority	 of	 journalists	 included	 personality	
attributes,	 individual	 traits,	 or	private	details	 in	 the	profile	biography,	 such	as	 the	explicit	
mention	of	a	hobby	or	passion,	 their	background	and	origin,	or	even	 family.	For	example,	
Meghann	Cunniff	of	 the	Orange	County	Register	said	 ‘I	 like	politics,	 sports,	humor,	music,	
crime,	 Mexican	 food	 and	 the	 odd’.	 Mark	 Barabak	 of	 the	 Los	 Angeles	 Times	 is	 a	 ‘Proud	
California	native,	happiest	when	in	the	Sierra’,	Matthew	Watkins	of	the	Dallas	Morning	News	
is	an	‘NBA	fan,	Dad’,	and	Aamer	Madhani	of	USA	Today	is	a	‘Father,	husband,	reporter,	living	













about	her	dog).	 Interestingly,	while	most	 journalists	drafted	their	biography	statements	 in	
passive	 voice,	 some	used	 the	 first	 person	narrative	perspective.	Generally,	 the	use	of	 the	
personal	 pronoun	 ‘I’	 gives	 the	 audience	 access	 to	 the	 narrator’s,	 that	 is,	 the	 journalist’s	
perspective	of	events,	possibly	including	experiences,	observations,	thoughts,	feelings,	and	








some	 journalists	 were	 more	 creative	 in	 seeking	 out	 various	 means	 to	 communicate	 and	
manage	their	brand	identities	within	the	platform’s	design	limitations.		
In	the	profile	details	and	history	section,	Twitter	only	allows	for	the	inclusion	of	one	URL.	This	
means	 that	 journalists	 had	 to	 actively	 choose	 one	 link	 (most	 likely	 over	 others)	 and,	 as	
previously	discussed,	most	journalists	included	the	URL	of	the	employing	news	organization’s	
homepage	or	their	staff	profile.	However,	some	journalists	responded	to	this	constraint	by	
adding	 one	 or	 more	 short	 links	 to	 other	 (predominantly	 non-institutional)	 sites	 in	 their	
biography	statement.	For	example,	Jackie	Borchardt	(Plain	Dealer)	included	her	professional	









occasional	 symbols	 to	make	 the	 bio	 statement	 as	 informative	 as	 desired	within	 Twitter’s	
length	constraints.		
Finally,	some	journalists’	profile	pages	featured	images	that	carry	distinct	symbolic	meaning.	


















journalists	 recognize	 the	 ‘collective	 intelligence’	 and	 value	 of	 audience	 participation	 on	
Twitter.	Those	journalists	who	further	featured	multiple	links	on	their	profile	page	provided	






making	 the	 ‘verified	 badge’	 a	 mark	 of	 distinction.	 This	 gives	 further	 testimony	 to	 the	
legitimacy	of	a	journalists’	Twitter	presence.		
On	platforms	like	Twitter,	there	is	an	increasing	demand	for	professional	journalism	to	not	















skills,	 are	 actively	 communicated	 on	 the	 profile	 page	 within	 the	 socio-technological	
affordances	and	constraints	of	 the	platform.	The	 findings	suggest	 that	political	 journalists’	




How	 can	 we	 make	 sense	 of	 the	 relationship	 and	 dynamics	 between	 these	 identity	
dimensions?	 From	a	user	experience	perspective,	potential	 followers	often	engage	with	a	



















journalistic	 brand	 with	 the	 core	 values	 and	 cultures	 of	 other	media	 organizations.	 Third,	
building	 and	 cultivating	 a	 successful	 brand	 requires	 resources	 and	 consistent	 effort	 that,	
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how	 the	 links	 between	 institutional	 logics	 and	 journalists’	 individual	 motivations	 can	 be	
understood.	 If,	traditionally,	 journalists’	affiliation	with	legacy	news	media	warranted	their	
adherence	to	a	set	of	institutionally	defined	procedures	and	ethics,	then	how	does	this	play	
out	 on	 Twitter?	 For	 example,	 as	 news	 organizations	 implement	 institutional	 social	media	
policies	 aimed	 at	 guiding	 journalists’	 behavior	 on	 the	 platform,	 how	 do	 they	 monitor	






old	 and	 new,	 the	 traditional	 and	 innovative,	 the	 long-standing	 and	 pioneering,	 operates	
beyond	the	classic	publication	structures	of	traditional	mass	media.	It	thus	directly	challenges	
political	 journalists	and	their	occupational	boundaries.	Therefore,	 the	central	question	has	







diverse	 approaches	 to	 positioning	 their	 brand	 within	 the	 affordances	 and	 constraints	 of	
Twitter’s	user	interface	design.	Overall,	the	analysis	revealed	that	the	journalistic	brand	on	
Twitter	 is,	 in	 itself,	hybrid:	 for	each	 individual	political	 journalist,	 it	 is	made	up	of	a	mix	of	
brand	 identities,	and	 their	active	communication	varies	both	 in	prominence	and	diversity.	
Findings	 further	 suggest	 that	 it	 could	be	most	appropriate	 to	 think	of	political	 journalists’	












1. By	 online	 and	 print	 circulation	 size	 as	 of	 31	 March	 2013.	 These	 numbers	 are	
periodically	 compiled	 by	 the	 Alliance	 for	 Audited	 Media:	
http://www.auditedmedia.com/	 	
2. See	http://muckrack.com/	for	details.	 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